Viability of exfoliated colorectal carcinoma cells.
The viability of tumour cells shed into the intestinal lumen was determined in 49 patients with carcinoma of the large bowel. Preoperative colorectal lavage was performed in 19 patients and irrigation of the cut ends of the operative specimen in 30 patients. The resulting cell suspensions were centrifuged on a Nycodenz linear density gradient column so that tumour cells, being larger, were concentrated in a band at the top. In 14 of 19 colorectal lavage cases viable tumour cells were recovered, as assessed by their characteristic morphology and ability to exclude trypan blue. A median of 0.78 X 10(6) viable tumour cells was recovered. The median percentage cell viability in the suspension was 92, i.e. 8 per cent of the tumour cells were dead (stained with trypan blue). In eight specimens viability was confirmed by the ability of tumour cells to hydrolyse fluorescein diacetate. In 17 of 30 proximal resection margin irrigations a median of 0.55 X 10(5) viable tumour cells was recovered, with a median percentage viability of 92.5. In 15 specimens the neoplastic cells showed fluorescence. In 21 of 25 distal resection margin irrigations a median of 1.92 X 10(5) viable tumour cells was recovered with a median percentage cell viability of 79.3, and fluorescence was observed in all specimens. The number of viable tumour cells did not correlate with the stage, differentiation, diameter or fixity of the tumour. However, the number of tumour cells recovered from the distal resection margin was inversely related to the distance of the tumour from that margin (Rank Difference Coefficient R = -0.6). Thus viable exfoliated tumour cells were demonstrated in 52 of 74 specimens (70 per cent). Their presence in large numbers at the site of intestinal anastomoses supports a potential role in the aetiology of suture-line recurrence.